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Abstract 
In the study, interior architecture students who are decision-makers in the selection of products and materials for interior design 
were questioned about the role sustainability plays in their choice of products. The survey also explored their views about short-
lived products dictated by trends and fashion. Despite their sensitivities to recycling issues, it was determined that interior 
architecture students are not informed about sustainable consumption. The study also showed that the students were anxious 
about not following trends or choosing fashionable innovations, an important motivation behind their choices. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Today, consumption is gradually rising all over the world as population growth requires greater consumption to 
meet even basic needs. Resources that promote consumption symbolically – social media, media, advertising, etc. – 
have also been growing, many of which foster interest in showy consumption. According to the Report of UN 
Human Development (1999), private and public consumption expenditures totaled $24 trillion in 1998. This figure 
is six times and two times more than the values of 1950 and 1975 respectively. The same report draws attention to 
the type of the consumption (1999:69-70): “…human life is ultimately nourished and sustained by consumption. The 
real issue is not consumption itself but its patterns and effects. Consumption patterns today must be changed to 
advance human development tomorrow.”  
 
Today, an increase in symbolic consumption is undeniable. Interior architecture is an area where this type of 
consumption is prevalent because designed spaces can significantly contribute to the status of users. Not only does 
this pattern affect  individual spaces, such as residential space, but it also includes commercial spaces, such as 
hotels, restaurants, shops, cinemas, cruise ships, theme parks, etc., where users spend leisure time. Users identify 
with these leisure spaces, feeling that they not only express their personality, but also determine their status. The 
interior architecture that goes into creating these spaces, including residences, is a selective process where, many 
times, conspicuous consumption plays an important role in the selection of products and materials. Thus, the 
consumption that occurs during the design of these spaces can be evaluated in the context of conspicuous 
consumption (Bourdieu, 2009; Ritzer, 2001; Veblen, 1934).  
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In this context, it is vitally important for education curriculums to evaluate consumption patterns and promote 
sustainable consumption whenever possible. However, first, sustainable consumption must be defined. It is often 
thought to refer to the consumption of products that have been produced by ecological or ethical means, such as 
those produced from recycled materials and/or can themselves be recycled after their life span. This understanding 
of sustainable consumption is a start, but it needs to be expanded to include the prevention of unconscious 
consumption. As emphasized by Connolly and Prothero (2003), even consumers who claim to have environmental 
consciousness often contradict their own values with their conspicuous and ostentatious consumption patterns. Many 
are not aware of these contradictions and neither are their interior architects. It is imperative for universities and 
other educational inst
is to become more oriented to sustainable requirements. 
 
red in the 
selection of electronic products and furniture. It also evaluates the importance of fashion and trends in interior 
design product selection. Interior architecture students at Istanbul Halic University were the selected data set for this 
study. This group was selected because interior architects not only direct their customers in making selections, but, 
in most cases, become the actual decision makers themselves. In this context, a questionnaire was developed to 
assess two factors: the role played -to-the-minute in technology, fashion or 
trends, and their sensitivities about damaging the environment. 
 
The study sets forth the goal of helping to renew the interior architecture curriculum by promoting an 
understanding of sustainability through its training programs. Instructing students about consumption culture issues 
will help ensure that they question their behaviors when it comes to making symbolic and conspicuous consumption 
choices in their careers. 
2. Interior architecture and sustainable consumption consciousness 
Accelerating rates of degradation of the natural environment and social inequality are ensuring that the concept of 
sustainability is here to stay. Therefore, it is important that interior designers become informed about 
environmentally friendly factors, such as low energy use in production and transportation, using local materials, 
recyclability and renewability, plus lack of toxic content. For sustainability, these all need to be taken into account 
-applications. Stephenson and Frankel (2001:131) explain the 
expanding role of the designer today, saying: "The extraordinary developments in the world of technology, the 
evolving changes in the sociology of place, and the increased expectations for the role of the built environment in 
supporting human activity provided the platform for an expanded role of the designer." Thus, candidates for interior 
architecture degrees should be trained as designers who 
mandate for greater sustainability. Keane and Keane (2001) expressed that interior architecture training should 
develop design leaders who are able to imagine and implement innovations, instead of simply raising technicians.  
 
Stephenson and Frankel (2001) emphasize the importance of flexible solutions and multi-function products 
instead of single-function and spatial solutions in the new economy. It is important for a product to allow for flexible 
solutions and be oriented to different uses within the framework of sustainability. However, even with recent 
economic conditions, dominant production-consumption cycles are not aligned with these values. Economic 
conditions should support production, and therefore consumption, of products with long lives instead of short lives. 
But today, constant change is the norm for many interior spaces, including not only places such as stores, which are 
affected by fashion, but also houses. Design and decor magazines, exhibitions and technology products all promote 
continuous change, which means brands, trends and advertisements are constantly changing. This inevitably affects 
both the user and the designer. Myers and Kent (2004:124) describe the effectiveness of adverti
are further influenced by advertising to the tune of 450 billion dollars per year worldwide (as much as half of it in 
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Both the user and the designer are attracted to innovation, but this situation is incompatible with sustainable 
consumption. In my previous work (Yalcin Usal, 2007), the survey applied to interior architecture students indicated 
important than the actual technology. In surveys of interior architecture students at Halic and Mimar Sinan 
Universities, 30 percent stated that they preferred the product with a new design over the product with a new 
technology. This result reveals how deceptive design can be when the shape or features of products with old 
technology are modified and then released as if they were new.   
 
Seyfang (2005), states that 'green' or 'ethical' (sustainable) shopping and consumer behavior is often regarded as 
activist because some companies have developed or changed their products in response to pressure from these so-
called activists. This is in contrast to the early 1990s when, despite the trend of green consumerism, markets 
withdrew green products from production (Seyfang, 2005). Today, electronic product companies are in competition 
to develop and present energy saving products. However, only limited products with these features are available and 
they are sold at twice the price. For this reason, green products could be considered luxury products. Nevertheless, 
since 2000, sustainability has been gaining recognition as a necessity rather than just a green consumerism trend, 
and thereby should be available at reasonable prices. 
 
Recently, interior architecture has been becoming more sustainable thanks to benefits provided by modern 
industrial production methods. Products such as industrially produced cabinets and furniture for kitchens or 
bathrooms, such as built-in cupboards and wardrobes, etc., offer customized solutions while also providing 
ecological solutions, in a sense, because materials are used efficiently and waste is managed well in the production 
of these products. 
 
Many students are aware of these advances, even though the subject of sustainability in interior architecture has 
not taken root in their academic education programs. Despite this fact, students' awareness of energy efficiency and 
recycling of materials and products has been increasing due to information in materials databases, interior design 
magazines and product catalogues.  
 
However, conspicuous consumption is not familiar territory to most candidates for interior architecture degrees, 
yet they need to become informed about conspicuous consumption in order to better understand the client and the 
resolving space issues. Most modern consumers want their interior architect to: increase their pleasure and 
experiences, relieve their status anxiety, provide a sense of individuality and meet other symbolic expectations 
(Yalcin Usal and Evcil, 2010). People expect the product or space they spend time in to provide: symbolic meaning 
that strengthens their social status, new and different spatial experiences, facilities for customization, an increased 
sense of social belonging and other benefits from individual services. Because they believe their personality is 
supported by their consumption, they want to acquire meaning that way (Baudrillard, 2003; Bourdieu, 2009; 
primarily symbolic; in other words, the image is very important. Their need to acquire a new product appears to be 
triggered by this desire to race to the top via a symbolic upgrade of image. Myers and Kent (2004:123) describe this 




consumption as communication, it too can be used in identity construction and thus further advancing the prospect 
modity culture, awareness of sustainable consumption must be 
advanced. As pointed out by Bonnett (2002), sustainable consumption awareness should be adopted by primary and 
secondary schools, where courses that incorporate measurements of energy consumption by students should be 
provided. In the public sector, governments should orient advertising to promote long-lasting products that allow 
flexible use, instead of temporary and disposable products.   
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3. Methodology 
Interior architecture is closely related to 
awareness of sustainability in regard to consumption, a survey was given to students at Halic (Golden Horn) 
University (Istanbul) in the interior architecture department. The survey included Likert-type graded questions with 
five options (very important, important, moderate, unimportant, not important at all), plus closed-end questions with 
a yes-no choice. Percentages were used to analyze the responses. 
 
Although the number of students participating in the survey was 102, the number valid for the survey is 95. 
Interior architecture students who participated the survey were 2nd, 3rd and 4th -year students (2nd year, 41%, 3rd year, 
44%, 4th year 18%). In particular, students who have taken project and material courses, and who select products and 
design, participated in the survey. 
4. Results 
The study indicated that the interior architecture students had basic information about recycling and were 
sensitive to the environment, but they had no clear knowledge about the sustainability of a material or product. 
While results of this study cannot be generalized to all interior architecture students, it does point out the need to 
examine their awareness about sustainable consumption, and to discuss including it in the content of their 
curriculum. 
 
In the university where the survey was held, there is no separate course including the subject of sustainability. 
Yet, only 22% of the students said they were informed about sustainability, while 78% stated the opposite. A similar 
result was obtained when the students were queried about whether they took any courses or seminars on this subject 
during their earlier training (primary and secondary schools) or outside the university. Twenty-six percent of the 
students stated they had attended courses that included sustainability, but the other 74% stated that they had never 
taken courses about sustainability, not were they ever informed about its principles.  
 
When the students rated two factors affecting product choice, the importance of materials being recyclable and 
renewable (36% very important, 31% important) and compliance with current fashion and trends (36% very 
important, 34% important), they gave the two factors almost equal importance. In this respect, they disclosed that 
they were concerned about the environment, but they also had concerns about interior design and innovation. These 
findings are similar to previous work (Yalcin Usal, 2007) that measured the importance of innovation in design to 
interior architecture students. This result is also similar to the result reached by means of an interview process used 
by Connolly and Prothero (2003) with young people aged 23-30 years. Connolly and Prothero (2003) established 
that young people actually had some concern for the environment, but their concern mostly concentrated on 
recyclability via green products, whereas consumption itself was not regarded as a problem.  
 
 the same knowledge about 
sustainability and design issues when asked about materials. Although the majority of students said that it was 
important for a material to have a long life (68% very important, 2% unimportant), they did not grant the same level 
of importance to the origin of the materials (9% very important, 24% important, 14% not important at all). From 
about using local materials were similar. Although 29% of the students indicated that using local materials was 
important, a significant proportion of students judged this issue to be insignificant (12% does not matter at all, 11% 
minor). Sixty-eight percent of the students rated both the longevity of a material and its hygienic qualities highest, 
while 34% said it was also very important for the materials to be non-toxic. The students considered the longevity 
and the hygienic properties of a product to be indicative of its quality, but they did not include analysis of its toxic 
contents in their assessment. 
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The students were asked what topics they considered when making choices about products like furniture, lighting 
fixtures, appliances, etc., for their projects. They said they pay attention to the basic values of interior architecture 
which dictate that the product must be both useful and aesthetic (79%) and be made of durable, high quality material 
(72%). Fifty-one percent attached importance to factors that damage the environment during production and usage, 
while 43% attached importance to being innovative and fashionable. Some students also indicated that it is very 
important for a designer of a product to be well-known (13%). As in the previous results, the pattern of interior 
architect candidates avoiding out-dated products and trends and instead choosing the latest innovations was clearly 
identified. From these results, we can see how choices made by designers significantly influence the promotion and 
marketing of products.  
 
These results indicate there is a contradiction in student product choices. On the one hand, they attach importance 
to long life and durability for selection of products, but on the other hand, trends and fashion, which are constantly 
changing, seem to guide their choices. Interior architectural design preferences today particularly in commercial 
space design  change constantly according to fashion and trends, but this constant renewal and change is 
inconsistent with sustainable consumption. The solution for this contradiction may be to create designs that 
incorporate flexible space arrangements, so spaces can change with trends while remaining in compliance with the 




The interior architect is a designer who not only selects products, but also determines whether they will be 
produced. Even though mass production is not the norm for many of these products, s/he should nevertheless choose 
environmentally-friendly products that have been assessed according to sustainable criteria for both materials and 
production. 
 
The fact that interior architecture students attach equal importance to recycling and the current fashion and trends 
when evaluating products is an important finding from the study. Their responses indicate that aesthetic concerns 
and desire for innovations are strong motivators for them, but they also demonstrate an equal sensitivity to nature. 
However, it is evident that they have little knowledge about sustainability and how to preserve nature, given that 
they want long-lasting materials but  also state that they must remain open to change dictated by current fashion and 
trends.  
 
As stated in UN Human Development Report (1998), consumption is essential to a growing economy, but the 
form of consumption dictated by the consumer's level of consciousness is very important. Curriculum studies should 
be undertaken to determine how the concept of sustainable consumption can be included in the education of interior 
architecture students. After all, their choices and the products and materials they consume are vital not only to the 
building and lifestyle concerns of their clients, but also to our collective future. 
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